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THE IMPACT OF COMPUTERS ON THE
LEGAL PROFESSION
JOHN D. RANDALL*
In the next few years, the computer will alter the environment in
which lawyers work. The computer is already streamlining office
management, but its use as a data bank' and legal research tool 2 will
have a far greater impact on the legal profession.
A data bank is a computer system designed to efficiently store and
process enormous amounts of information. Computer data banks have
been particularly useful in courthouses and law enforcement agencies.3
The improper use of these data banks, however, may tarnish the image
of judicial independence. 4 Reluctant to provide courts with funds
sufficient for their own computing facilities, legislatures are encourag-
ing courts and law enforcement agencies to share data banks.5 The
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problem with such a system is its appearance: a law enforcement
agency with access to the court's data bank could control the court's
information and thus its decisions. Sharing of data banks, therefore,
may cause defendants to believe that the state denied them a fair trial
by presuming guilt rather than innocence. To prevent the appearance
of impropriety, courts must independently control all of the informa-
tion, especially from the data bank, which they use in writing their
opinions.
Increased use of the computer as a research tool will have a great
impact on the manner in which a lawyer renders service to society.0
The legal profession encourages the representation of unpopular causes,
proliferates public interest law firms,7 and supports legal aid and lawyer
referral programs." Computerized research may enable properly trained
lawyers to devote less time to research and more time to such public
service projects.
The legal profession has also produced an exceptionally valuable
public servant, the family lawyer.9 Thousands of family lawyers
throughout the United States bulwark the profession and society. Be-
yond legal expertise, the family lawyer is often the person best informed
on the community's social and economic conditions. In solving legal
problems, the family lawyer must consider the effects of a proposed solu-
tion on not only the client, but also on the client's family and com-
munity. Family lawyers are uniquely valuable to their bar associations
and their communities.
But it is the family lawyer who is most vulnerable to the competitive
advantages accruing to the users of computerized research. Users of
computer facilities pay a high fixed cost which is too expensive for the
low-volume operations of the family lawyer. Only large, privately and
publicly financed firms can maintain their own facilities. If the family
lawyer is to be saved from this competitive disadvantage, the organized
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bar must ensure that computer facilities are available in every county
seat community. The organized bar should aggressively promote
continuing education for computer research and discourage the con-
version of law libraries to data banks. The social value of our pro-
fession depends on the freedom of individual, family lawyers. Their
freedom must be ensured by securing for them the same benefits of
computer research available to the state employed lawyer and the
members of large firms.
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